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Abstract	  
To understand the organization of social learning by groups in practice, this chapter 
elaborates on the use of a framework of dimensions and indicators to explore social 
learning within (prospective) teacher groups. The applied framework that we call the 
‘Dimensions of Social Learning (DSL) Framework’ is built upon four dimensions 
including 11 indicators corresponding to these dimensions. The DSL Framework was 
induced by a literature review that applied notions of social networks, communities of 
practice and learning teams as the main underlying perspectives and has been tested 
empirically in higher education. In this chapter, to validate the framework, we present 
the findings of a case study that applied the DSL Framework to explore the social 
dimensions of particular teacher learning groups and to reflect on the usefulness of the 
indicators in terms of compiling an image of the learning group’s social configuration. 
The case study suggests that the framework appears fruitful for assessing the social 
configuration of teacher learning groups. Moreover, the resulting image allows teachers 
to analyse whether their group’s configuration fits its learning goals, or whether 
adjustments are required. It is therefore possible to improve learning processes within 
teacher learning groups. 	  	  
1. Introduction 	  
Social learning in teacher groups receives growing attention as a stimulus for the 
professional development of teachers. The literature on professional development 
increasingly calls for more bottom-up oriented perspectives for sustained professional 
development connected to everyday organizational life and work (Boud & Hager, 2012; 
Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Marsick & Volpe, 1999; Pahor, Skerlavaj & Dimovski, 
2008). While the controlled organizational approach tends to focus on individual skills 
and knowledge acquisition through the provision of training, the bottom-up approach 
tends to focus more on spontaneous processes and perceives learning as a way of 
participation and a process of becoming through engagement in professional practices 
(De Laat, 2012). 	  	   The top-down approach, driven by knowledge acquisition, has been criticized 
for several years (refer to Hargreaves, 2000 in the case of teacher professional learning, 
for example), and researchers have been calling for a broader appreciation of what 
professional development entails. This implies that we are in need of an improved 
theory of professional development (Knight, 2002) by changing its metaphors (Büchel 
& Raub, 2002; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2005; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Boud and Hager (2012) argue that professional 
development is an ongoing process. They emphasise terms such as organic growth, 
evolution, and gradual unfolding and perceive professional development as a process of 
becoming. In this process professionals continuously develop their own identity and 
abilities in response to events in their professional environment. In their view, ‘learning 
is a normal part of working, and indeed, of most other social activities. It occurs through 
practice in work settings from addressing the challenges and problems that arise. The 
majority of learning takes place not through formalised activities but through the 
exigencies of practice with peers and others, drawing on expertise that is accessed in 
response to needs. Problem-solving in which participants tackle challenges that 
progressively extend their existing capabilities and where they learn with and from each 
other appears to be a common and frequent form of naturalistic development’ (Boud & 
Hager, 2012, p. 22). In this view, the main metaphors that we should be using in the 
context of professional development are participation, construction and becoming 
(Wenger, 1998; Boud & Hager, 2012; Hargeaves & Fullan, 2012). From a 
developmental perspective, participation in a professional practice is needed in order to 
learn and improve. Being a member of a teacher group provides access to a social group 
where their ways of doing and being are shared, discussed and improved. Participation 
in such a group provides a platform where issues or problems can be introduced and 
where the group can construct new solutions and reflect on them together. As a social 
group they develop their practice and shared knowledge of their profession together. 
Boud and Hager’s statement reads in this context as a strong plea for recognizing 
professional development as a social learning process where professionals work and 
learn together, changing and innovating both their professional practice as well as who 
they are. Participation in this social context contributes to a sense of collective 
membership and together they build a shared identity related to their profession. In 
other words, participating in teacher groups facilitates the process of becoming a 
professional teacher. Enabling this perspective of learning involves being in touch with 
one’s professional colleagues, building the networked connections needed to participate 
in constructive professional dialogues about what it means to become a professional, 
and being able to continue to perform in the workplace (De Laat, 2012).  
Professionals in demanding jobs, in particular, are often faced with complex 
issues and Lohman (2006) found that they rely on others to a great extent to solve work-
related problems. Although professionals may be informed about new approaches 
individually during training workshops, it is through their informal social networks with 
colleagues and peers that they learn how to interpret, embrace, share, compile, 
contextualize and sustain this new knowledge (Baker-Doyle & Yoon, 2010; Lane & 
Lubatkin, 1998). The three metaphors discussed earlier form key elements of a social 
theory of learning and this theory has helped to increase our understanding of the 
importance of informal learning in the workplace (Clark & Hollingsworth, 2002; Eraut, 
2000; Marsick & Watkins, 2001; Richardson & Placier, 2001). This type of learning is 
relational rather than isolated (Lave, 2012). People develop interconnected relationships 
that provide support, shared risks, trust, access to information and knowledge. These 
relationships result in an open and engaging social ‘web’ that facilitates learning, 
development of professional capital, and the process of how things get done (Cross, 
Parker & Sasson, 2003; Cross & Parker, 2004; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Thomas & 
Brown, 2011; Villegas-Reimers, 2003).	  
	   Teachers are expected to take more active control and participate in change 
processes together with their peers (Hargreaves, 2000). With it comes the prevalence of 
organizational models of self-organization and governance that feed this process – such 
as communities, networks and teams. Self-regulated groups that operate in a culture 
where increased professional autonomy and distributed leaderships thrives, give rise to 
questions about the nature of social learning and how teachers benefit from it. By 
sharing problems and insights in a constructive way, teachers are able to collaboratively 
construct new knowledge and skills (Wenger, Trayner, & De Laat, 2011). This 
knowledge construction is important for a continuous learning and development mode 
among teaching professionals.	  
 However, the preparation of prospective teachers for their social role as 
colleagues in schools is weakly conceptualized in teacher education curricula in many 
countries (Dobber, 2011). It is therefore relevant to consider the ways in which teacher 
educators can prepare prospective teachers for participation in teacher groups. In this 
chapter we will focus on a specific case in the Netherlands. 
 Collaborating in teacher groups as an integral part of teacher education curricula 
can provide models for prospective teachers through which they can learn the practices 
of working in teacher groups by means of experiencing social practices themselves and 
understanding the challenges, stimulating the process of participation, co-construction 
and becoming. The development of social competence can be stimulated with the 
creation of learning groups of (prospective) teachers and their educators around a 
central theme with explicit attention for the role of prospective teachers within the 
group. Prospective teachers can thus benefit from social learning opportunities in 
teacher groups under the condition of sufficient guidance from more experienced 
teachers (Vrieling, 2012).	  	   Facilitation of social learning in teacher groups is considered a prerequisite for 
innovative learning (Wenger, 1998). According to Büchel and Raub (2002), the 
facilitation of group learning is a condition for establishing professional development. 
In general, ongoing negotiation and searching for legitimization and realization are 
experienced in teacher groups. This continuous negotiation and searching for 
meaningfulness provides a certain contingency within social learning groups. Although 
social learning in teacher groups is not a fixed condition, it can be enhanced. Hanraets, 
Hulsebosch and De Laat (2011) distinguish five recommendations to facilitate social 
learning that largely resemble the design principles for self-regulated learning as 
formulated by Vrieling, Bastiaens and Stijnen (2010): (1) Facilitators must demonstrate 
a facilitating role instead of a directing role; (2) Participants must feel responsible for 
their network activity (i.e. shared ownership); (3) Participants must possess sufficient 
networking skills; (4) Face-to-face and online interactions need to be combined; (5) 
Support from management and direct supervisors is necessary. These recommendations 
illustrate the importance of facilitating learning processes within teacher groups. 
 
2. The ‘DSL Framework’ as a facilitation instrument	  
To facilitate teacher groups in assessing their potential social value as a guideline for 
professional development, Vrieling, Van den Beemt and De Laat (2015) have described a 
‘Dimensions of Social Learning (DSL) Framework’ (refer to Table 1). With this framework, 
the behaviour of the group in relation to their learning goals can be explored. The framework 
characterizes social learning processes in teacher groups on all-embracing commonalities 
(‘dimensions’) and associated characteristics (‘indicators’). The dimensions serve as a lens 
through which to observe the current social configuration of teacher groups. It helps to view 
the group’s activities from a learning perspective, containing aspects of teams, communities 
and networks. Moreover, based on this analysis, the group can reflect on how their social 
configuration fits with their purpose and learning goals.	  
       The framework is based on four superordinate dimensions: (1) practice; (2) domain and 
value creation; (3) collective identity and (4) organization, with their corresponding 
indicators. These indicators are based on the extent to which the group shows specific 
attitudes and behaviour. They can therefore serve as the foundation for understanding their 
social learning in practice.	  
       The first dimension, Practice, indicates the necessity for a relationship between the 
knowledge created and shared in the group and teachers’ day-to-day activities. This 
dimension encompasses two indicators: (1) ‘Integrated or non-integrated activities’, 
representing the extent to which group knowledge and activities are integrated in their 
practice and (2) ‘Temporary or permanent activities’, which describes the social learning 
attitude as reflected in the duration or sustainability of learning activities.	  
       Domain and value creation, the second dimension, is referred to as the sharing of 
experience and expertise among group members. Key indicators are: (1) ‘Sharing or 
broadening / deepening knowledge and skills’, reflecting the extent to which the group 
develops collective knowledge and skills through dialogue and (2) ‘Individual or collective 
value creation’, which describes the level to which the group develops shared value such as 
group ownership, mutual inspiration or positive interdependence.	  
       When group members work interdependently with a shared purpose and responsibility for 
collective success, the group can demonstrate a Collective Identity (third dimension). This 
dimension can be characterized by: (1) ‘Shared or unshared identity’, which is related to 
group history and social and cultural background; (2) ‘Strong or weak ties’, which reflects the 
sense and intensity of general contact among group members and (3) The extent to which 
group members perceive each other as ‘task executors or knowledge workers’.	  
       The final dimension, Organization, exhibits how the group is organized. Teacher group 
organization can be indicated by: (1) The extent to which the group shows ‘externally directed 
or self-organized learning’; (2) The focus on ‘local or global activities’; (3) The presence of 
‘hierarchic or equal relationships’ and (4) The extent to which the group shows a shared 
interactional repertoire, reflected in ‘shared or non-shared interactional norms’.	  
 	  
Table 1. Social learning dimensions and their indicators	  
1. Practice	  
1a. To what extent does the group exhibit integrated or non-integrated group activities in 
daily work?	  
1b. To what extent does the group exhibit temporary or permanent social activities?	  
2. Domain and value creation	  
2a. To what extent does the group focus on sharing or broadening / deepening knowledge 
and skills?	  
2b. To what extent does the group experience value creation, individually or collectively?	  
3. Collective identity	  
3a. To what extent do participants exhibit a shared or unshared identity?	  
3b. To what extent does the group exhibit weak or strong ties?	  
3c. To what extent do the participants view one another as task executors or knowledge 
workers?	  
4. Organization	  
4a. To what extent does the group operate externally directed or self-organized?	  
4b. To what extent does the group exhibit ‘local’ or ‘global’ activities?	  
4c. To what extent does the group exhibit hierarchic or equal relationships?	  
4d. To what extent does the group exhibit shared or non-shared interactional norms? 
 
 3. The case study	  
In line with the importance of facilitation, this chapter further elaborates on the findings 
of a case study within Dutch pre-service teacher education (Vrieling et al., in 
preparation) which demonstrates the validity of the Dimensions of Social Learning 
(DSL) Framework. In this study, the social configuration of a group of primary 
(prospective) teachers and their educators is successfully explored and facilitated with 
the DSL Framework. We use the framework to help bring the current situation of group 
organization into focus. The importance of this approach is to acknowledge the unique 
social setting, dynamics and desires of each group as it is situated in practice. From this 
view, we take a practice-driven approach rather than an ideal typical approach that 
favours a particular perspective on learning. To us it is not a question of choosing a 
community structure above teams or networks but rather the opposite in which aspects 
of group work and organization benefit from a community, network and / or team 
approach.  
 We start by describing the social fabric of a particular group with the DSL 
Framework as it is experienced in practice. This description or snapshot is applied to 
explore the current situation to understand how various aspects of social learning can 
help stimulate an informal professional development culture. It provides a snapshot of 
the group’s learning at a certain point in time and this insight can be applied to reflect 
on how this current situation fits with the participants’ learning goals or ambitions. In 
other words: Are the group’s learning aspirations in line with the way in which they 
organize their learning? Based on this assessment of group learning the chapter ends 
with a reflection on how the framework can be used to facilitate teacher group learning 
in practice. It concentrates on how assessment can inform group facilitation and it 
provides practical guidelines and operationalization activities to support teacher groups 
that work with the DSL Framework. 	  	  
3.1	  Participants	  and	  analyses	  
To gain insight into social learning activities within teacher education, the explorative study is 
conducted in a college of primary teacher education, which predominantly serves schools in a 
rural area in the eastern part of the Netherlands. This is an independent, relatively small 
institution with approximately 500 prospective teachers per academic year. Most prospective 
teachers enter its program after graduating from the middle level of general secondary 
education and the highest level of secondary vocational education.	  
       In the group we followed, primary teachers (N=12) from ten different schools interacted 
with prospective teachers in their third and fourth year (N=12) and teacher educators (N=2), 
as they tackled real-life professional challenges such as counselling of children with special 
needs. The group’s objective was to improve the language teaching and learning within 
primary schools. All primary teachers and teacher educators participated on a voluntary basis. 
Network participation was compulsory for the prospective teachers who chose to work on 
their assignments in the involved schools. The primary teachers in their workplace schools as 
well as the teacher educators within the institute guided the prospective teachers in the form 
of feedback opportunities, knowledge provision, practice of research skills, etc. The idea was 
to narrow the gap between the educational institute and the primary schools by designing and 
experimenting with new teaching practices.	  
       The group meetings (N=7) were videotaped. In addition, six in-depth retrospective semi-
structured interviews (two prospective teachers, two teacher educators and two primary 
teachers) were conducted after the final group meeting to ensure in-depth insight into the 
object of the study. Group meetings and interviews were held in Dutch. The interviews 
focussed on how the participants experienced the group activities from the perspective of the 
social learning dimensions (refer to Section 2.1 and Table 1). For this matter, the interview 
topics corresponded to the dimensions of the DSL Framework. The indicators of the 
framework were used to formulate more specific questions. For the interview guideline, a 
biographical approach (Bornat, 2008) was used to activate participants into rethinking the 
social processes from the start towards the present situation of the group. 
 Analyses consisted of summarizing the raw data, consisting of video recordings of 
group meetings and audio recordings of interviews, into a content analytic summary matrix 
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). This matrix was checked reciprocally by two of the 
authors, which did not result in any major inconsistencies of interpretation. This process 
resulted in a second matrix containing the final data for analysis as well as codes and themes 
related directly to the DSL Framework. This second matrix was also used for a member 
debriefing, which involved presentation of the results to respondents.  
 	  
4 Exploring social learning in teacher groups 
In the following sections, a description of the group is presented for each dimension, as well 
as lessons learnt, to consider for professional development of (prospective) teacher groups.	  
The DSL Framework provided an impression (i.e. current status) of the group, based on the 
analysis of the data of the case study’s group meetings. This impression of the group on 
dimensions and indicators was discussed in the group asking the following questions: Does 
the group share this impression as a result of the dimensions and indicators? What are the 
different views between the group participants in response to this impression? In addition, 
future directions and ideas for professional development were discussed within the group by 
way of the following question: ‘Keeping the group goals in mind, on what dimensions and 
indicators would the group like to make some changes to improve their learning?’  
 	  
4.1 Practice: non-integrated or integrated group activities	  
In line with earlier research findings (Agterberg, Van den Hooff, Huysman & Soekijad, 2009; 
Hanraets et al., 2011), all group members emphasized the importance of actual integration of 
group knowledge and activities into everyday practice. Therefore, the group transformed their 
experiences into concrete artefacts (tools) to be applied in actual classroom practice.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘For me it is important that the meetings are practical. For example, during 
the last meeting we made a movie and I really enjoyed that. In response, I did the same with 
my students and I learned a lot from them.’	  
 	  
Although the meetings provided useful tools, there were no agreements about the actual 
integration of the group products into classroom practice. Also, the experiences in classroom 
practice were only occasionally communicated during the meetings.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘Within school I notice that other activities are more urgent and are 
considered more important by colleagues, which means that the network activities are pushed 
into the background.’	  
 	  
For some prospective teachers and their corresponding schools, the group activities actually 
matched their assignments. In these cases the group products were integrated into classroom 
practice. Other prospective teachers experienced a mismatch between their assignments and 
the group activities: their work could not be associated directly with the group’s goals and 
activities. Prospective teachers were invited to present their work in an attempt to enhance the 
integration between the network activities and prospective teachers’ assignments. 
Opportunities for feedback were also provided.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘All participants performed their own activities and occasionally we 
worked together. I am not aware of any group products.’	  
 	  
For teachers as well as prospective teachers, it is of importance that the group activities make 
sense immediately for their own practice of teaching. To formalize agreements on 
experimenting with group products, the group agenda can list two items: (1) Experiences with 
the group products in classroom practice and (2) Necessary changes of the group products, 
based on the group experiences. In addition, making sure that prospective teachers have 
finished their working plan at the start of the network meetings can enhance the connection 
between the network activities and prospective teachers’ assignments. Even then, it is 
necessary to closely observe prospective teachers’ progression and stimulate them to actively 
participate in the network for maximum output.	  
 	  
 4.2  Practice: Temporary or permanent activities	  
The learning network intended to discuss work-related topics to broaden or deepen their 
knowledge and skills in cooperation with people who shared the same questions or 
challenges. The teacher educators described long-term (three years) and short-term (one year) 
goals that were discussed with the group members. In the case of the teacher educators and 
two primary teachers that participated from the start, a more permanent social learning 
attitude was demonstrated. In terms of the main metaphors that were mentioned earlier, these 
participants developed professionally through participation, via construction towards 
becoming. The primary teachers and more prominently the prospective teachers who started 
to collaborate this year were more focussed on temporary learning activities, i.e. finishing 
their assignments. They had a more product-centred (short-term) attitude instead of a process-
centred (long-term) attitude aimed at getting something out of networked learning 
immediately. Although prospective teachers valued incoming feedback, it was aimed at 
improvement of their work and not at the value of learning as a process.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘For me it is important that I can communicate my ideas and that I 
receive useful feedback on my ideas.’ 	  
Through the creation of awareness, among prospective teachers, of the importance of 
networked learning for the development of their social competences as a teacher, the product-
oriented learning style of many prospective teachers might gradually switch towards a more 
process-oriented learning style, necessary for long-term learning.	  
 	  
4.3 Domain and value creation: sharing or broadening / deepening of knowledge and skills	  
Besides prospective teachers’ short central presentations of their working progress, it was 
common to develop collective knowledge and skills through dialogue in small working 
groups where feedback was provided and accepted. The level of knowledge sharing was 
therefore demonstrated by way of the sharing of experience and expertise among group 
members (Agterberg et al., 2009).	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘It is pleasant to collaborate with prospective teachers: they have time and 
opportunities to enhance their knowledge concerning our network theme and their output 
becomes input for our school. This leads to innovation.’	  
 	  
However, due to the diverse starting situations of the group members, group learning resulting 
from these activities, by way of sharing a particular interest or (knowledge) domain that 
brings people together (Wenger, 1998), did not occur. The shared interest or domain did not 
develop into a basis for ‘deep level similarity’ among group members (Van Emmerik, 
Jawahar, Schreurs & De Cuyper, 2011). The teacher educators finalized the group products 
based on the critical thinking processes of the group meetings. The output from all sessions 
was collected and shared with the group members in the final meeting.	  
 Group facilitators, i.e. teacher educators, are advised to create opportunities for 
listening to the perspectives of others in dialogues. This allows for new views to be examined 
so that old views can be altered. These dialogues, often enforced by questions from novices 
(Barak, Gidron & Turniansky, 2010; Leh, Kouba & Davis, 2005), can lead to reframing: a 
process of transforming existing perceptions into a new understanding or frame, possibly 
resulting in the broadening or deepening of knowledge and practice. The group therefore 
integrates these views into a new mental construct that is collectively held. To rise above the 
level of knowledge sharing and reach for knowledge creation, it is important that prospective 
teachers gradually learn how to ask for and provide feedback on their assignments (Vrieling et 
al., 2010). The feedback process can be practised by modelling, using the following four 
Schunk and Zimmerman (2007) steps: (1) observation: learners can induce the major features 
of the skill by watching a model learn or perform; (2) emulation: the learner imitates 
performances of a model’s skill with social assistance; (3) self-control: the learner 
independently shows a model’s skill under structured conditions; and (4) self-regulation: the 
learner shows an adaptive use of skills across changing personal and environmental 
conditions. The emulation phase in particular is often underestimated in teacher education 
curricula (Vrieling, 2012) and can therefore be integrated within teacher groups.	  
 	  
4.4 Domain and value creation: individual or collective value creation	  
Individual or collective value creation refers to the level to which the group develops shared 
value such as group ownership, mutual inspiration or positive interdependence. The group 
selected and agreed upon a central theme at the start of the learning network. However, in the 
course of the year it appeared difficult to hold on to the central goals and participating group 
members strived for individual instead of common goals. The main reason for this individual 
instead of collective value creation was the focus of the primary and prospective teachers on 
temporary learning activities (see section 3.2.2).	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘With a common goal as a group, we can develop towards a higher 
level; however, at this moment the group members strive for their own individual goals.’	  
 	  
As a consequence, the group facilitator again arranged a meeting aimed at more alignment for 
the second semester meetings. However, because of the diversity in the specific working 
conditions, no shared goals developed and the collective goals were not reflected upon. To 
summarize, no capacity was developed within the group to create shared value.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘It seems like the learning materials that we are developing are not 
connected to students’ activities.’	  
 	  
A shared vision is necessary to inspire all group members to actively participate in the group 
activities. Only members who share mutual values with peers create real learning 
opportunities and professional growth. One possible way to achieve a shared agenda is for 
group members to perform collaborative research and consequently generate shared 
knowledge (Barak et al., 2010). In this process, attention is necessary for achieving a balance 
between individual accountability and positive interdependence linked to group goals 
(Hornby, 2009). Individual accountability refers to the extent to which the performance of 
each individual group member is assessed as well as the results given back to the group and 
the individual. In the case of positive interdependence, group members perceive that they can 
only reach their learning goals if the other group members also reach their goals.	  
 	  
4.5 Collective identity: shared or unshared identity	  
Only the teacher educators and two prospective teachers who participated from the start 
shared the same history and purpose. The prospective teachers and most of their guiding 
primary teachers had the goal to finish prospective teachers’ assignments resulting in new 
products or ideas for their schools. Although the group facilitator stimulated the group to 
discuss what was meaningful by engaging them in conversations about needs and objectives, 
no shared identity evolved. Collective reflection and open dialogue were enhanced resulting 
in learning within schools. However, group learning in between schools did not occur. The 
group members did not feel like they belonged to the group, did not feel responsible for the 
group process and did not plan any meetings other than the group meetings.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘I did not have the feeling that we were one group. I don’t even know the 
names of the primary teachers involved other than the ones in my school.’	  
 	  
When we apply the four-fold taxonomy of Katz and Earl (2010) as a guideline, the first phase, 
which is ‘Storytelling and Scanning for Ideas’, was illustrated in our group while the 
participants gained information by exchanging stories in small groups in search for specific 
ideas. Phase two, ‘Aids and Assistance’, also occurred in the form of mutual assistance and 
feedback when people asked for help. However, because there was no open exchange of ideas 
and opinions or a feeling of shared responsibility, the final two phases, ‘sharing’ and ‘joint 
work’, were not achieved in the observed group.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘I would like to receive some help from group members for the 
implementation of the group products in classroom practice, because only then will real 
innovation occur.’	  
 	  
Groups that aim to stimulate a shared identity are advised to discuss the questions of who they 
are and how they can be important for each other. For instance, storytelling and scanning 
(Meirink, Imants, Meijer & Verloop, 2010) can create a sense of belonging to the group (De 
Laat, 2012). For teacher groups to function and exist, it is important that the participants feel 
responsible for their group activity, by integrating their perspectives and by ensuring an 
interwovenness of individual tasks (Doppenberg, Bakx & Den Brok, 2012) through ‘aid and 
assistance’, allowing colleagues to observe the teaching practices of one another, ‘sharing’ or 
exchanging of instructional materials, methods, ideas and opinions, and ‘joint work’ in which 
teachers sense a collective responsibility for their teaching (Meirink et al., 2010).	  
 	  
4.6 Collective identity: strong or weak ties	  
The ‘Strong or weak ties’ indicator reflects the sense and intensity of general contact among 
group members. All group members sensed a strong connection with the group facilitators 
(teacher educators) who, in turn, sensed close relationships with prospective teachers and 
primary teachers who showed real engagement by attending all meetings and actively 
participating in conversations and discussions.	  
 	  
Teacher educator: ‘I feel strongly connected to prospective teachers and primary teachers 
who work pro-actively on their working assignments and actively participate in the meetings 
of the group: the critical thinkers.’	  
 	  
The relationships between the group members of the same school (prospective teachers and 
primary teachers) were strong. These strong ties can be characterized as proximal, frequent 
and reciprocal, which made participants experience a strong inward focus that enhanced 
deeper knowledge within schools. Between schools, the relationships reflected as weak and 
were analysed as distant, infrequent and nonreciprocal. Interaction was kept to a minimum 
outside of the group meetings. No real knowledge sharing occurred, because of the lack of 
cohesive, interpersonal relationships or ties within the group as a whole.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘The relationships are strong within schools, but weak between different 
schools.’	  
 	  
The teacher educator in his role as group facilitator demonstrated an innovative and outward 
focus (Hanraets et al., 2011). Such an external view of the group requires weak ties outside of 
the group and is valued for professional development (Carmichael et al., 2006).	  
 	  
If group members aim for long-lasting social relationships related to their practice and 
domain, it can help to analyse the structure of connections among people. In such learning 
groups, questions concerning the content, direction, and strength of these interactions can be 
elaborated by using ‘Social Network Analysis’ (Schreurs et al., 2014). The study of 
relationships between individuals, referred to as ‘Social Network Analysis’, operationalizes a 
social structure in nodes (i.e. the individual actors within a network) and ties (i.e. the 
relationships between the actors).	  
 	  
4.7 Collective identity: task executors or knowledge workers	  
In line with the ‘Temporary or permanent activities’ indicator (Section 2.2.2), the primary 
teachers who participated from the start, and the teacher educators, to a greater extent, 
demonstrated a long-term attitude towards learning. They not only worked on their tasks, but 
also shared knowledge within their group in the form of new rules, routines, strategies, best 
practices, implementation, etc. This attitude enabled the group to develop a more long-term 
perspective with a focus on continuous learning. Although the opportunities for such a long-
term driven perspective were present, a knowledge-driven perspective did not evolve. A first 
cause for the lack of a knowledge-driven focus in the group was found in the fact that the 
prospective teachers and starting primary teachers aimed at individual instead of collective 
value creation (Section 2.2.4), i.e. finishing the learning assignments resulting in 
improvement within their individual schools.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘The learning attitude differs between “old” and “new” group members.’	  
 	  
Secondly, it was observed that most group members with a short-term focus sensed their 
participation in the group as obligatory and members with a long-term perspective considered 
participation to be voluntary.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘Although we were not supported in terms of extra hours, for example, 
participating in this learning network felt voluntary. I attended all meetings, even on my day 
off, because the group products are useful. I really want to remain part of this group in the 
coming years to further extend my expertise.’	  
 	  
To establish a learning situation where the participants can flourish in a self-regulated manner 
from a continuous learning mode, it is of importance to fulfil various positions within groups 
(Haythornthwaite & De Laat, 2012). Besides more familiar positions such as the ‘network 
star’ (people who give information or other resources to several individuals), ‘gatekeepers’ 
(people who bring outside information into the network) and the ‘technological guru’ (people 
who are everyone’s resource for questions on the use of technologies), recent work is 
beginning to reveal new learning positions in online learning environments (Haythornthwaite 
& De Laat, 2012), such as ‘e-facilitators’ (people who help in online learning environments to 
shape the argument, provide summaries and influence the direction of the discussion), 
‘braiders’ (people who take the online community discussions and reinterpret these into 
different styles and for different audiences), and ‘accomplished fellows’ (people who set up 
working parties to explore a subject more in-depth). These new learning positions are 
examples of how group members can collaborate as knowledge workers, which stands in 
contrast to groups where members are focused on execution of the given tasks.	  
 	  
4.8 Organization: directed or self-organized learning activities	  
The teacher educators directed the group externally during the meetings. They made the 
agenda and the notes, directed the group, and collected and spread information. One of them 
was also the content expert of the group. In general, the participants were satisfied with these 
working conditions and identified the important role of the network facilitator in providing 
good leadership and facilitation. In line with Hanraets et al. (2011), different roles of the 
facilitator were discerned by the group members, which roles are especially important during 
the start-up phase of the group: information source, inspirer, guide, public relations manager 
and investigator.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘We need a chairman who sticks to the appointments that have been made; 
this way we don’t lose any precious time for communication.’	  
 	  
Although the group did not aim to develop regulation of the organizational process, it 
appeared crucial for the facilitator to make some changes in order to achieve a meaningful, 
shared context within the group.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘Sometimes we felt like the group facilitator was the only one who had a 
good idea of the aims of the group and we were the executors of the assignments.’	  
 	  
Therefore, the group elaborated on two fundamental questions, representing the domain 
(meaningful activity) and the identity (shared activity) of the group: (1) ‘How are we relevant 
to each other?’ and (2) ‘Who are we and where are we going?’ (Akkerman, Petter & De Laat, 
2008). After the intervention, prospective teachers were more involved in the preparation of 
the sessions. However, the leadership activities were not taken up by a group of people to 
arrive at a division of responsibilities.	  
 	  
The leadership activities can be distributed across multiple people to enhance a shared agenda 
for the group. It is of importance for all members to be actively involved to enhance feelings 
of responsibility for a proper outcome of the group. In such settings, distributed leadership 
appears as an attractive concept to enhance professional development of teacher groups. 
Based on the expertise of the participants, learning environments can be created in which all 
members can contribute to problems and challenges concerning school improvement. Tasks 
and roles can be divided to formalise this process. However, the regulation of group activities 
among group members, and more eminent, the prospective teachers, should be a gradual 
process (Vrieling, 2012). In an optimal learning situation, group facilitators who can be seen 
as experts, gradually decrease assistance when the (prospective) teachers are able to perform 
more independently. To reach for this aim, the necessary regulation skills can be modelled to 
novices upon four regulatory skill levels (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007).	  
 	  
4.9 Organization: local or global activities	  
Overall, the group displayed an inward focus towards local activities within their own 
schools. No general themes were discussed. The group facilitator was the only party who was 
more generally-oriented and proactively sought for collaborative partners and publication 
opportunities.	  
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘Our group products are applied within and between the involved schools.’	  
 Although teachers often act locally, it is fruitful for teacher groups to share their knowledge 
and expertise. This allows for small and local teacher groups to be cultivated towards more 
globally-oriented groups. Successful groups with a global orientation draw people together 
from disparate contexts around shared challenges, yet also sustain the ability to stay close to 
the local needs of their members.	  
 	  
4.10 Organization: hierarchic or equal relationships	  
A different level of expertise occurred because of the diversity of group members. This 
resulted in a learning climate where some group members were observed as dominant in their 
behaviour. As a result, the discussing climate within the group meetings did not feel safe for 
all members, especially the prospective teachers. No group activities were executed to 
enhance equality between the group members.	  
        In the second semester meetings, when the group composition had been altered (the two 
primary teachers that participated from the start decided to leave the group), the group 
participants generally perceived each other as equals and appreciated the input of others. In 
the group meetings, prospective teachers and primary teachers often interacted in small 
groups where no hierarchical structures were observed. 
 	  
Primary teacher: ‘Primary teachers may be experienced, but they are not per se the experts.’	  
 	  
However, some prospective teachers only felt confident in conversations with the group 
members of their own schools.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘Because I am more familiar with the primary teachers from my own 
school, I feel more confident to discuss matters with them.’	  
 	  
In addition, prospective teachers remarked that their assignments were judged by one of the 
teacher educators, a possible complicating factor when equal relationships are strived for.	  
 	  
The hierarchical structures within groups can hinder spontaneous learning. For prospective 
teachers in particular it is of importance to learn how to discuss different topics in groups 
where various levels of expertise are present. Instead of viewing such a situation as not quite 
as safe, through the use of modelling (see Section 2.2.3), prospective teachers can learn how 
to profit from these circumstances by way of dividing roles for example.	  
 	  
4.11 Organization: shared or non-shared interactional norms	  
Although opportunities were provided to discuss relevant themes within the group as a whole, 
prospective teachers in particular did not always possess sufficient confidence to freely add to 
group discussions, ask questions or ask for feedback. This was caused by the size of the 
group, which consisted of 25 members, as well as the lack of collective identity. The 
communication procedure was not discussed within the group. However, to meet the 
expectations of the participants, the group facilitator did organize many opportunities for 
discussion and interaction in small groups during the second semester meetings. In these 
meetings, different perceptions within the group were openly discussed.	  
 	  
Prospective teacher: ‘For me the most valuable output of the meetings is the opportunities to 
interact with colleagues in small groups.’ 	  
By using a range of activities that can be found in the ‘Toolkit Networked Learning’ (Wenger 
et al., 2011), interactions can be facilitated between group members, establishing and 
maintaining positive interdependence. Group members can therefore be supported to find a 
balance between individual goals and accountability, and group goals.	  	  
5. Creating an impression of the group’s social learning 
The features of social learning as discussed above in Section 4 are a guide to explore and 
reflect upon the configuration of a group, rather than to make a value judgment to assess the 
effectiveness of the teacher groups. Teacher groups differ on the 4 dimensions of social 
learning, because they address different goals. The DSL Framework helps to obtain a clearer 
picture of how groups organize and focus their activity and this knowledge can be used to 
reflect upon and discuss future actions. Based on our observations of the group as described in 
Section 4, the case study provides the following impression of the group. Here the dimensions 
of the framework are used as sliders, where the star roughly marks the impression based on 
our explorations: 	  	  non-­‐integrated	   	   	   Practice	   	   	   	   integrated	  
	  	  temporary	  	   	   	   	   Practice	   	   	   	   permanent	  	  	  sharing	   	   	   Domain	  and	  value	  creation	   	   broadening	  /	  deepening	  	  	  individual	   	   	   Domain	  and	  value	  creation	   	   	   collective	  	  	  unshared	   	   	   	   Identity	   	   	   	   shared	  	  	  weak	  ties	   	   	   	   Identity	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   strong	  ties	  	  	  task	  executors	   	   	   Identity	   	   	   knowledge	  workers	  	   	  	  directed	   	   	   	   Organization	   	   	   	   self-­‐organized	  	  	  local	   	   	   	   	   Organization	   	   	   	   global	   	  	  	  hierarchic	   	   	   	   Organization	   	   	   	   equal	  	  	  	  non-­‐shared	   	   	   	   Organization	   	   	   	   shared	  	  	  	  
 
This impression was reviewed with the group facilitator, resulting in an image that was 
subsequently discussed with the group and altered where appropriate. For example, the 4c 
indicator (‘To what extent does the group exhibit hierarchic or equal relationships?’) was 
viewed as rather hierarchical. However, according to the group, the members felt equal, at 
least in the second semester of the research period. The dimensions therefore served as a lens 
or framework through which to observe the current social configuration of the group in 
relation to their learning goals, and provided feedback to the group. 	  
6. Making the DSL Framework practice-ready	  
The development of learning groups, over time, is emphasized by Büchel and Raub (2002), 
for instance, who describe four stages of development. During the first stage the learning 
group should gain focus, for instance, by defining learning goals and ensuring management 
support. The second stage is used to create the network context, while subsequently in stage 
three the network activities are routinized. The fourth stage is used to leverage network 
results. Although useful, these four stages appear to be ideal, but typical and network 
development in everyday practice may not follow this smooth pathway. Boud and Hager 
(2012), as discussed in the introduction to this chapter, perceive network development as a 
movement of both the learning group and its participants through the metaphors of 
participation, construction and becoming. 	  	   The DSL Framework, as may have become clear from the case study results, provides 
a snapshot image of the learning group. The results also showed that the learning group 
without support could hardly construct this image. However, when a learning group defines 
long-term learning goals, for instance, participants want to know whether the group’s 
development is heading towards those goals. The DSL Framework describes this as the extent 
to which the learning group displays permanent activities. 	  	   The case study displays two important issues related to the original DSL Framework. 
Firstly, the participating teachers were looking beyond the snapshot image of the group’s 
social configuration. They were looking for an instrument with which to follow the group 
process and development over a longer period of time with several measurements. Secondly, 
the teachers wished for more practice-related phrasing within the framework. The dimensions 
and indicators of the DSL Framework originally served as a research instrument to assess 
learning groups. However, applying the framework in everyday practice, as we did in our case 
study, taught us that, although the original framework indicators were visible and 
recognizable, they were formulated in a manner that is too abstract for independent use by 
learning groups.	  	   Having formulated these issues, the question that arises is ‘What is needed in order to 
enable learning groups to assess development on their own?’ How can we make the DSL 
Framework practice-ready? We first approached this question by means of biographical 
interviews with learning group members (Van den Beemt, Vrieling & De Laat, 2015). 
Biographical interviews (Bornat, 2008; Van den Beemt & Diepstraten, submitted) are 
interviews during which we ask respondents to look back over a period of time and narrate 
experiences related to a certain topic, in this case, the learning group. Our biographical 
interviews discussed dynamics and development of the learning group by focusing on the first 
participation of respondents in the learning group, the subsequent pathways of participation 
and the experienced relations with other group members. Interview questions were guided by 
topics such as learning goals, activities, participants and network development. The 
interviews and simultaneous observations of learning group meetings taught us how to 
rephrase the DSL Framework indicators into 29 so-called viewpoints (Van den Beemt et al., 
2015). 	  	   Table 2 presents an example of how the dimensions ‘Collective identity’ as well as 
‘Organization’ were translated into viewpoints. The feedback from learning groups during the 
process confirmed the usefulness of the viewpoints to chart both the development and quality 
of the learning process. These viewpoints can therefore facilitate (support) learning networks 
to assess their development on these characteristics.	  	  
Table 2: Translation of dimensions ‘Collective identity’ and ‘Organization’ into viewpoints 
Dimension: Collective identity 
Indicator: 3a. To what extent do participants exhibit a shared or unshared identity? 
Viewpoints: 
-Informal network activities during the meetings to strengthen relatedness 
-Sense of belonging to the group 
-Contact between group members outside the meetings 
 
Dimension: Organization 
Indicator: 4a. To what extent does the group operate externally directed or self-organized? 
Viewpoints: 
-Reflective quality of the learning group for self-guidance during preparation, performance 
and evaluation of activities 
-Division of roles based on expertise among members 
 
7. Discussion	  
There is growing attention for social learning in teacher groups as a stimulus for the 
professional development of teachers. In this chapter the social configuration of a learning 
group of (prospective) teachers and their educators is observed and facilitated based on the 
‘Dimensions of Social Learning (DSL) Framework’ which includes 4 dimensions and 11 
indicators of social learning. The DSL Framework helps to put the metaphors, used to reflect 
upon professional development, into perspective. This is done by reflecting on the extent to 
which there is group participation, collaboration (i.e. co-construction) to change practice and 
a sense of belonging and shared identity within the group. 	  
 The case study demonstrates that social learning in teacher groups can be associated 
with the DSL Framework. The social configuration of the group is visualized by using the 
DSL Framework. The framework can therefore support the awareness of the group’s 
members towards the dimensions of social learning. The participants recognized the 
dimensions and their indicators and were able to reflect on the social configuration of their 
group by using the framework. Moreover, it showed that the framework could support the 
participants in observing and facilitating group development. The dimensions serve as a lens 
or framework through which to observe the current social configuration of a teacher group. 
The behaviour of the group in relation to its learning goals is therefore assessed. Based on this 
analysis, the group can reflect on how its social configuration fits the purpose and learning 
goals. As a result, teacher groups become more aware of the potential value of their group for 
future development. 	  
 As for the facilitation of the prospective teachers’ roles in learning groups, a shared 
domain and identity for all participants is difficult to achieve, although it is conditional for 
learning. Unless goals are clearly stated and agreed upon, teacher groups can easily lose 
energy and underperform. Even if group facilitators develop and communicate goals, this is 
not a guarantee that the goals will animate members. To achieve a shared agenda, teacher 
group facilitators can influence group members’ behaviour trough group design and 
facilitation. The facilitator is advised to investigate the needs and expectations of the group 
members at an early stage and use this information for co-developing the group. Through 
dividing the responsibilities between group members, the role of the facilitator will evolve 
into a coach instead of a director of the group, and that can mean the difference between 
enthusiasm and cynicism, illustrating the important role of the facilitator. Without facilitation, 
it is difficult for teacher groups to self-regulate their learning process. In line with self-
regulated learning theories, it is essential for group facilitators to gradually diminish their 
support (scaffolding) during the process. Successful knowledge building of the group’s 
participants is therefore ensured, which is a prerequisite for self-regulation of learning.	  
 By way of identifying and modelling the expected behaviours, prospective teachers 
can be thoroughly guided in developing sufficient networking skills. Areas of interest in this 
matter are: (1) create a link between the group activities and prospective teachers’ 
assignments (practice); (2) ask prospective teachers what they want to get out of the 
community (domain and value creation); (3) set up short social activities before moving on to 
‘working’ activities (identity) and (4) assign social and facilitative roles until roles emerge 
naturally (organization).	  	   The operationalization of the DSL Framework is an example of the iterative process 
between literature and (educational) practice. We started our exploration with a review of 
current literature on teacher social learning (Vrieling et al., in press). The dimensions and 
indicators support the assessment of the social configuration of teacher groups. However, 
practice required a framework that is formulated in a less abstract manner. The resulting 
viewpoints facilitate teacher-learning groups in assessing their learning processes and social 
configuration. The question is whether these viewpoints serve as a means to assess the 
complete lifetime of learning groups. To answer this question, in current research, the 
framework is operationalized into qualitative (interview guideline) and quantitative (online 
questionnaire) instruments with supportive guidelines for teacher groups to observe and 
facilitate their professional development. The purpose of the operationalization is to extend 
the group’s assessment (one moment snapshot) into support (development over time).	  
 Social scientific research based on perceptions and hindsight is always coloured by 
memory and narration. However, perspectives such as the DSL Framework enable us to 
discuss these perceptions and sharpen their consequences. The translation of the DSL 
Framework dimensions into practice-related viewpoints facilitates participants in learning 
teams to discuss their perceptions and to initiate new developments based on the resulting 
diagnosis.	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